
What is oncology massage therapy?

Oncology massage is a specialised form of thera-
peutic massage involving gentle pressure techniques, 
performed by massage therapists with specialised 
training, which aims to improve quality of life for people 
with a diagnosis or history of cancer. While it does 
not treat cancer itself, it can alleviate the side effects 
caused by conventional treatments such as surgery, 
radiation and chemotherapy. 

What are the benefits? 

Anyone who has been treated for cancer, from those in 
active treatment to those in recovery or survivorship, 
as well as those at the end of life, may benefit from 
oncology massage. Patients report many and varied 
changes after massage.

Medical research also shows that the benefits of 
oncology massage continue for several days after the 
massage experience.

This fact sheet was created in collaboration with Oncology Massage Training Ltd, www.oncologymassagetraining.com.au

...good health and wellbeing in rural and remote Australia

oncology massage 
for rural and 
remote australia

australians in rural and remote 
areas have relatively poor access 
to cancer treatment and support. 
the expansion of oncology 
massage is providing some relief.
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general Benefits

• Deep relaxation
• Reduced stress
• Improved sleep
• Reduced fluid 

accumulation
• Eased constipation
• Increased alertness 

and mental clarity
• Reduced anxiety
• Less nausea
• Reduced pain

following surgery

• Reduced anxiety in 
advance of surgery

• Easier recovery 
from anaesthesia

• Reduced 
post-surgical pain

• Improved scars
• Improved adhesions
• Reduced swelling
• Improved range 

of motion
• Easier adaptation 

to implants

following radiation 
or chemotherapy

• Reduced anxiety 
in advance of and 
during treatment

• Reduced 
post-treatment fatigue

• Improved appetite
• Improved peripheral 

neuropathy

emotional Benefits

• Decreased anxiety
• Decreased depression
• Increased feelings 

of well-being
• Being pleasantly 

distracted
• Improved body 

self-image
• Restored hope
• Satisfaction in taking 

control over a part of 
the healing process

Benefits of oncology massage



What does an oncology massage therapist do?

Specialised oncology massage therapists are trained in 
the full spectrum of cancer-related issues: the physical 
consequences of cancer, the side effects of various 
treatments, and the psychosocial and emotional conse-
quences. 

The therapist will take a detailed history of the client 
and work with them to determine how best to tailor 
the session to suit their needs. The therapist will be 
trained to work safety around devices such as ports 
and surgical sites. They will also advise the client, their 
family and carers how to self-manage the side effects. 

access to oncology massage in rural australia

About one-third of people affected by cancer live in 
rural and remote areas.  For them, the burden of cancer 
is disproportionately heavy. In 2006, a study under-
taken by the Clinical Oncology Society of Australia 
(COSA) Regional and Rural Oncology found that there 
were marked deficiencies in cancer services in rural and 
remote areas of Australia and that the quality and avail-
ability of services directly influenced survival rates. 

While people in these areas have less access to tradi-
tional cancer services, there are oncology massage 
therapists in many rural and regional centres. Therapists 
can be located through the National Referral Listing at 
www.oncologymassagetraining.com.au

Where’s the evidence?

The largest study of the benefits of oncology massage 
therapy was carried out by the Memorial Sloan-
Kettering Cancer Center in New York. The Center 
looked at the effects of massage on almost 1,300 
people with cancer over a three year period. The study 
demonstrated that massage resulted in a 47 per cent 
improvement in pain levels, 42 per cent improvement 
in fatigue levels, 59 per cent improvement in anxiety 
levels, 51 per cent improvement in nausea and 48 per 
cent improvement in reports of depression, with other 
symptoms such as dry mouth, shortness of breath, 
memory problems or disturbed sleep improving by 
48 per cent. Researchers concluded that massage 
is a “markedly effective, uncommonly non-invasive 
and inexpensive way to control symptoms for cancer 
patients”.

Massage therapy for symptom control: outcome 
study at a major cancer center, Journal of Pain and 
Symptom Management, September 2004.

can massage spread cancer?

The benefits of oncology massage have been partially 
overshadowed by the myth that it can spread cancer 
cells throughout the body via the lymphatic system. The 
lymphatic system is a network of vessels, organs and 
nodes through which lymphatic fluid (lymph) flows. It 
is part of the body’s immune system. Lymphatic circu-
lation occurs naturally when we move: muscles contract 
and compress lymph vessels to force the movement of 
lymph.

Cancer may spread into the lymphatic system via the 
lymph nodes, or it may start in the lymphatic system 
itself. However, the circulation of lymph – from massage 
or other movement – does not cause cancer to spread. 
Researchers have shown that cancer develops and 
spreads because of changes to a cell’s DNA (genetic 
mutations) and other processes in the body.

Many authorities, including the Cancer Council of 
Australia, acknowledge that light touch massage can 
safely be given to people at all stages of a cancer 
journey.

What training is involved?

In Australia, oncology massage therapists are trained 
by Oncology Massage Ltd (OMLtd). OMLtd is the only 
organisation outside the USA that is accredited by 
the Society for Oncology Massage (S4OM) to deliver 
oncology massage training 

Training in oncology massage through OMLtd is a 
postgraduate program, however Level 1 is available 
to anyone with an interest in learning more about 
safe massage techniques for those with cancer or 
a history of cancer, and is suitable for carers and 
family members to attend. Oncology Massage Level 
2 is open only to those with an existing massage 
or Bowen qualification (minimum Cert IV). Courses 
are held regularly all around Australia. Details of 
upcoming training opportunities can be found at 
www.oncologymassagetraining.com.au

Training is planned for Darwin, Alice Springs, Cairns, 
Townsville, Mackay, Ballarat, Geelong, Corowa, the 
Blue Mountains, and other regional centres where there 
are cancer support services being offered.

Where to from here?

OMLtd’s goal for the next three years is to further 
expand the oncology massage therapist network 
to encompass more rural and regional areas. To do 
this, OMLtd funds both regional massage thera-
pists to attend training in city areas, and also offers 
courses in regional areas to smaller community 
groups. Contact OMLtd to request training at 
www.oncologymassagetraining.com.au
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about oncology massage limited 
On 1 July 2013 Oncology Massage Training became 
Oncology Massage Limited, a registered training 
charity. The organisation had been run as a not-for-
profit organisation from inception due to the philan-
thropic choices made by course developer Eleanor 
Oyston and her husband Chris.  This has paved the 
way for the expansion and advancement of OMLtd 
to an internationally respected Oncology Massage 
training organisation. Funds raised through the charity 
are used to help fund training for rural and regional 
therapists. OMLtd is the only organisation outside the 
USA that is accredited with the Society for Oncology 
Massage to deliver Oncology Massage training.


